Indigenous Languages, Identity a
nd Legal Framework in Latin America: An Ecolinguistic Approach1  by Pérez, Isabel Corral
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  212 ( 2015 )  111 – 116 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2015 Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of the XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.11.307 
MULTIMODAL COMMUNICATION IN THE 21ST CENTURY: PROFESSIONAL AND 
ACADEMIC CHALLENGES. 33rd Conference of the Spanish Association of Applied Linguistics 
(AESLA), XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE, 16-18 April 2015, Madrid, Spain
Indigenous Languages, Identity And Legal Framework In Latin 
America: An Ecolinguistic Approach*
Isabel Corral Pérez**
Instituto da Lingua Galega, Praza da Universidade 4, Santiago de Compostela 15782, Spain
Abstract
The globalization process in which we are immersed endangers diversity, as we understand it in its broad context, on the planet. 
It therefore not only threatens biological plenitude but also cultural and linguistic wealth, which is decreasing rapidly (García, 
2011: 506). That is why now more than ever it is essential to defend the right of all people to be different and to possess an 
identity, language being the most significant element of identification.
The trend towards homogenization is a global reality and its effects can be seen in different areas or regions, including Latin 
America, the subject of this present study. The current Hispanic linguistic landscape is characterized by the coexistence of 
Spanish and a number of indigenous languages (Palacios, 2010: 503); however, such coexistence does not imply a de facto 
equality between Spanish —as the dominant language— and the minority ones. This linguistic imbalance causes many of these 
languages to be in danger of extinction, not due to linguistic reasons but as a result of different types of alterations which in turn 
cause disorder in society (Nette & Romaine, 2000: 79).
This research addresses the situation of indigenous languages in three Latin American countries chosen as being representative of 
different multilingualism management models that exist in that region: Bolivia, Panama and Paraguay. This is a descriptive-
analytical study whose main objective from a synchronic perspective is the enhancement of multilingualism in Latin America; 
i.e. the presentation of the region’s indigenous languages as key elements of the identity and culture of indigenous peoples, and 
the transmission of a worldview and set of unique skills that could be lost forever, causing havoc to the planet’s diversity and 
affecting not only their speech community, but in addition all humankind (Moure, 2012: 79).
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To achieve this objective, a comparative study of the legal framework of indigenous languages and their current sociolinguistic 
situation will be carried out, on the premise that the recognition of minority linguistic rights is the first step towards the 
preservation of multilingualism both in Latin America and at a global level, which implies the preservation and development by
minorities of their own, genuine ways of understanding and communicating their reality.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of the XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE.
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1. Introduction 
One of the greatest challenges of the XXI century is the preservation of linguistic diversity, which is in serious 
danger. If it is true that languages have always disappeared, the greater part of the processes which occur today are 
not linguistically natural and could be avoided (Moreno, 2000). 
With reference to Guyot (2010), it can be affirmed that linguistic diversity has never been as threatened as it is 
currently, owing principally to the pressure of English as an international language and the constant extinction of 
minority languages, a direct consequence of today’s homogenizing tendencies.
Multilingualism is a reality at a global level, although it is certain that it affects more regions of the planet than 
others, these areas being precisely those which most acknowledge the pressure of cultural globalization.
The thesis defended in this article, consistent with ecolinguistics, presents a vision of languages which goes 
further than the conception of them as mere instruments of communication: each language is regarded as a unique 
and irreplaceable asset whose loss represents irrevocable damage for humanity (Moure, 2012; García, 2011; 
Junyent, 2012). 
In this study I will link my research area to Latin America and more specifically to the situation of minoritized 
languages in three representative countries: Bolivia, Panama and Paraguay. 
2. Linguistic coexistence in Latin America: Bolivia, Panama and Paraguay
The current Latin American linguistic panorama is characterized by the coexistence between Spanish —a
colonial legacy— and an important number of indigenous languages (Palacios, 2010), although the aforementioned 
coexistence does not entail a de facto equality between the dominant language and the minoritized languages. We 
can therefore speak of the existence of a situation characterised by diglossia, in the sense that an unequal 
bilingualism exists in terms of uses and social prestige of the languages in question; or, if you prefer, of a
specialisation of languages regarding their spheres of usage (Fishman, 1979). 
Social consideration and linguistic attitudes are revealed as a key element in the maintenance or substitution of 
languages, although they are not the only factor that must be taken into account. UNESCO, in its study Language 
Vitality and Endangerment (2003), which was employed for the development and updating of its Atlas of the 
World’s Languages in Danger, lists the principal agents involved in the existence of languages. The aforementioned 
agents are intergenerational transmission, the total number of speakers, the proportion of speakers in relation to the 
total population, changes in spheres of usage, the capacity for adaption or response to these measures and the 
availability of materials to teach and learn the language. For her part, Palacios (2004) affirms that several factors 
exist which act together or influence, directly or indirectly, upon the maintenance or disappearance of minoritized 
languages. This author points out, in addition to social prestige and linguistic attitudes, the conception of language 
as an instrument of group cohesion, geographical proximity in relation to urban centres, and the economic situation 
of indigenous communities.
In this case, and in spite of agreeing that factors function in an interrelated manner, this study is going to analyze 
an agent which is regarded as primordial for the long-term survival of minoritized languages: the existing legal 
framework of reference in each country. It concerns the first step which governments must take to defend their 
linguistic diversity.
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2.1. Legal Framework
A brief analysis of the linguistic legislation present in the constitutions of the three countries which are the 
subject of this study will now be presented in order to determine the status of the indigenous languages in each one 
of them, as well as the centrality of the linguistic question in their constitutional texts.
The Political Constitution of the Plurinational State of Bolivia (Constitución Política del Estado Plurinacional 
de Bolivia) (2009) is an example of the recognition of multilingualism and of a positive interpretation of it. We are 
before a text which addresses the linguistic question in a detailed way and to which it dedicates a total of 14 articles. 
In these it approaches different themes: the status of languages; the role of the State regarding multilingualism; non-
discrimination on grounds of language; the recognition, promotion and assessment of indigenous languages; 
multilingual education; the presence of indigenous languages in the media and judicial sphere.
In terms of status, article 5.1 establishes the following:
Castilian and all languages of the nations and native indigenous rural peoples are official languages of 
the State. These are: Aymara, Araona, Baure, Bésiro, Canichana, Cavineño, Cayubaba, Chácobo, 
Chimán, Ese Ejja, Guaraní, Guarasu’we, Guarayu, Itonama, Leco, Machajuyai-Kallawaya, Machineri, 
Maropa, Mojeño-Trinitario, Mojeño-Ignaciano, Moré, Mosetén, Movima, Pacawara, Puquina, 
Quechua, Sirionó, Tacaná, Tapiete, Toromona, Uru-Chipaya, Weenhayek, Yaminawa, Yuki, Yuracaré 
and Zamuco.
Firstly, the number of official languages can be highlighted: a total of 37, 36 of which are indigenous. Secondly, 
the fact that all are listed when in their place some generic name or label in the style of “native languages” could 
have been used. This inventory displays the commitment by the State towards Bolivian linguistic communities, and 
at the same time presents the different languages in an egalitarian manner.
This analysis can be continued by considering the Panamanian Constitution (1972)1. In this case the linguistic 
question is completely secondary as can be deduced from the scarce number of articles dedicated to this matter: 
there are just four, and these are limited in their depth and specificity. As regards the status of the country’s different 
languages, article 7 establishes that “Spanish is the official language of the Republic”. We are before a State which 
does not recognise the officiality of Amerindian languages.
This question can be broadened by referring to Law. No. 88 of 22nd November 2010, whose first article 
recognises the languages of the Ngäbe, Buglé, Kuna, Emberá, Wounaan, Naso Tjerdi and Bri Bri indigenous 
peoples. However, in spite of this “recognition” and the establishment of certain public and formal uses of 
indigenous languages, it remains clear that officiality is not discussed and that therefore it does not constitute an 
approximation in status to Spanish.
Finally, the Paraguayan Constitution of 1992 recognises the officiality of two languages throughout the national 
territory: Spanish and Guaraní (art.140). It is a different model to the previous ones: if the Bolivian text establishes 
the officiality and equality of all indigenous languages, and the Panamanian obviates the country’s multilingual 
reality, the Paraguayan formalizes an indigenous language, Guaraní, which it places at the same level as Castilian 
and a step above the country’s other indigenous languages. The context which this text presents regarding linguistic 
plurality is that of a Castilian-Guaraní bilingualism which eludes the linguistic rights of the speakers of other 
minority indigenous languages. In terms of the number of articles dedicated to the linguistic question, Paraguay is at 
the same level as Panama; however, this coincidence does not imply that both countries are in the same state of 
recognition of the country’s diversity and of its inhabitants linguistic rights, as Paraguay is one step ahead in this 
regard.
1 I refer to the Single Text presented in the Official Gazette (no. 25,176, 15th November 2004) in which is presented the 1972 Political 
Constitution adapted to the 1978 Reform Acts and by the Constitutional Act of 1983, as well as by Legislative Acts (no. 1, 1993; no. 2, 1994 
and no. 1, 2004).
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The Paraguayan Languages Law (Ley de Lenguas) of 2010 broadens linguistic requirements, although it 
maintains the same status seen in the Constitution. In this way, it recognises a series of official or public uses of the 
different Guaraní indigenous languages, although it makes the existing linguistic imbalance and subordination in the 
country clear.
2.2. Sociolinguistic Reality
Having analysed the legal framework of reference of indigenous languages in those countries which are the focus 
of this study, it is convenient to provide some notes on the current sociolinguistic situation, in accordance with the 
data available in each case. For this purpose, the latest census studies will be employed.
The most recent study carried out in Bolivia is the National Housing and Population Census 2012 (Censo
Nacional de Población y Vivienda 2012), which employs three criteria for the identification of the indigenous 
population: linguistic, self-identification and ethno-linguistic. 
The results therefore determine that the indigenous population represents 40.57% of the total population. Despite 
this, we must take into account that for such an identification only the population aged 15 or above was considered, 
which meant a reduction of 31% in the population studied. We are before a considerable figure, although somewhat 
doubtful if we consider that the indigenous decrease regarding the previous census (2001), in which this category 
was placed at 62% according to the criterion of self-identification and at 50% regarding that of linguistic.
With regard to languages, those which predomínate as mother tongues are Castilian (68.09%), Quechua (17.15%) 
and Aymara (10.45%), which are also the three most widely spoken. The mother tongue factor can be seen as being 
significant in the maintenance and later use of the languages, and therefore it is important to maintain the 
intergenerational transmission of indigenous languages and to foment their presence in the educational sphere as 
first language contact by girls and boys outside the family.
To conclude, it can be affirmed that in the Bolivian case there exists a direct relationship between the country’s 
sociolinguistic reality, with a notable indigenous presence and a considerable percentage of speakers of native 
languages (above all in the rural hábitat), and the existing means of protection at a legislative level. We can 
consider, moreover, that the legal framework is one of the factors which influences the vitality and visibility of these 
languages given that it legitimates and foments their presence in public and influential spheres, at the same time as it 
contributes to the elimination of negative linguistic attitudes and prejudices towards their speakers.
According to the National Housing and Population Census (Censo Nacional de Población y Vivienda) carried 
out in Panama in 2010, the country’s indigenous population rises to 12.3% of the total, a percentage which 
represents 417,559 inhabitants. It represents a significant number of people, above all if we take into account that 
the total population does not exceed 3-and-a-half million inhabitants. The peoples with which a greater identification 
is recorded are the Ngäbe (7.64%), the Kuna (2.36%) and the Emberá (0.92%). This census does not contemplate 
the linguistic variable and therefore it does not provide data which refers to the number of speakers of indigenous 
languages. However, the percentage of indigenous population existing and the number of peoples with which the 
population identifies are sufficient for diagnosing the lack of correspondence between the country’s plural 
composition and the legal protection of multilingualism. We understand that Law. No. 88 of 2010 represents an 
advance in the protection of linguistic diversity and as such it is valued positively, although for its maintenance 
much more than simple “recognition” as described in article 1 is regarded as necessary.
Finally, the results of the III National Population and Housing Census for Indigenous Peoples (III Censo 
Nacional de Población y Viviendas para los Pueblos Indígenas), carried out in Paraguay in 2012, can be presented. 
According to this, the country’s indigenous population stands at 113,254 inhabitants2 or, in other terms, at 1.8%. 
The distribution of the indigenous population according to linguistic family is the following: Guaraní (54.7%), 
Maskoy (23.6%), Mataco-Mataguayo (15.2%), Zamuco (4%) and Guaicuru (1.7%). Practically the whole 
indigenous population of five years or over employs an indigenous language as its first, with Guaraní predominating 
2 In this count, the 3,896 cases identified through the question posed in the National Housing and Population Census 2012 regarding ethnic 
belonging are not taken into account.
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and spoken by 48.9%. The 2002 census, which studied the variables of home language and personal language, 
already revealed the weight of Guaraní, spoken at that time by 3,906,904 inhabitants and by more than two-and-a-
half million bilingual speakers of Castilian and Guaraní. 
Following this brief analysis, it can be seen that the legal framework adjusts quite faithfully to the sociolinguistic 
reality which follows from the census data. However, it should be made clear that the defence of Guaraní as a
predominant language and of Spanish as a common language are not mutually exclusive of a greater protection of 
the other indigenous languages (although they may be a minority from a quantitative point of view), as they play a 
key role in the creation of group identity and of group awareness (König, 2001). 
3. Worldview and languages
It has been commented that a language is more than a tool for communication, that it reflects a given worldview 
and possesses characteristics which in many cases render it unique; in short, it is irreplaceable. On the basis of this 
thesis, it has been affirmed that its disappearance constitutes an irreparable loss from different perspectives. In order 
to illustrate to some  extent this point, and although this cannot be discussed in great detail because of the scope of 
this article, some examples which refer to two of the region’s principle indigenous languages, Aymara and 
Quechua3, will be presented.
The Aymara people establish a differentiation in verbs depending on whether the knowledge which is referred to 
is experiential or transmitted. In this manner, an affirmation as common in our language as “the Earth is round” 
would not be correct in Aymara, which would opt for the formula “they have told me that the Earth is round”. 
Furthemore, verbs are conjugated in the future or in the “non future” owing to their particular concept of time. 
Therefore the verbal form to indicate the present and past is the same, as are the forms of “non future”. For example, 
churtwa would mean “I give” or “I gave”. Another peculiarity is the differentation in terms of animals and people. 
For example, the demonstrative uka (this) is employed only in order to refer to animals, its use when referring to 
people being regarded as pejorative.
For its part, Quechuan presents a differentiation in the first-person plural pronoun. The inclusive form ñukanchi
(“we, you and I, but not the others”), where nuka means “I” or ñukakuna (“we, I and the rest, but not you”), and 
where kuna functions as the plural suffix of the noun, can be used. Something similar occurs in Mataco, a language 
spoken in Bolivia, Paraguay and Argentina, where a we pronoun exists in the Western style for “you and I” and 
another for “we, the clan”.
There are numerous studies which summarise the peculiarities of indigenous and/or minority languages from 
different parts of the world and which demonstrate what has been set out in this article4.
4. Conclusions
The linguistic policies implemented by multilingual states determine in a clear and direct way the status of 
minoritized languages, on the one hand, and on the other their long-term chances of survival.
The decrease of linguistic diversity is a challenge faced by different areas of the planet and which must be faced 
together. In order to achieve this, it is crucial to increase respect towards cultural and linguistic plurality, and to put 
an end to current assimilatory tendencies. It should be remembered that languages are a treasure as are the flora and 
fauna of a country or its architectural or literary heritage, and that all are equally valid for being used in any sphere 
or register. The establishment of categories within languages comes about not because of linguistic reasons, for it is 
certain that “[…] we do not have scientific knowledge of any linguistic characteristic which might allow us to 
determine if a language, dialect, linguistic variety or speech is better or worse […] than another, either partially or 
totally” (Moreno, 2000: 16). 
3 The examples of Aymara are taken from Quispe (undated), and those of Quechua, from López (1999).
4 The following serve as examples: Barnes (1984), Cerrón (2006) and Cowan & Rakusan (1998). 
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